If it does not conform to what the reader wants, the author will be very sorry ; but he will not be able to do anything about it.
I may, indeed, go further even than that. There are novels in several volumes already in existence, which constitute a single unit and develop in accordance with a preconceived plan. But they can convey no idea of what I am endeavouring to do. For their unity these novels depend upon one central character, whom they follow in all the different phases of his life ; or else upon a single family, which they accompany from generation to generation. In Men of Good Will, on the other hand, there is no central character ; and most of my characters have no link of relationship between them.
** What you want to do," ill-disposed persons will tell me, " is to distinguish yourself from, your predecessors at all costs." Not at all. But what I have tried to do is to represent reality as I see it - just as honestly as a painter tries to represent the landscape that he sees before his eyes.
What I see before my eyes is life in the twentieth century, our own life as modern men. I face the fact that this life of ours is very difficult to group around any central character ; that, indeed, it obstinately refuses to be so grouped; and that it refuses to be so much more than used to be the case. A century ago it may not have been absurd to make the whole life of a city like Paris gravitate around a single individual, and associate everything with the experiences of one man. To-day, in my belief, it would be rather ridiculous. *
I also face the fact that, in the world as I see it, families are not of very much importance. They are in certain cases ; but they are not in the common run of life. One can -indeed, one should - find a place for them in the picture. But confining oneself to depicting a family is not painting the present-day scene, nor is it interpreting its spirit.
For all this I am not responsible. You may regret the strong factor of unity - strong and simple - which a central character, or at most one family, imparted to a work of fiction. I regret it myself. But it is a question of making